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How Many People 
Can the World Support ? 


If all the people in the world had 
as high level of living as the people 
of the United States, the population 
of the earth would have to be re- 
duced at least two-thirds or the 
means of healthful living would have 
tobe increased at least 200 percent. 

Many articles, pamphlets, and 
books are now being published which 
tell us that there are “too many 
people” in the world. But these 


publications donot as a ruleattempt 
to estimate how many people the 
world can support at certain levels 
of living. 

@::: important thing to be con- 


dered is not how many people can 
e crowded upon the earth but how 
many people the world can support 
at a healthful and happy level of 
living. 


“The World’s Hunger” 





One book that throws some light 


upon this question is The World’s 


Hunger by Professors Frank A. 
Pearson and Floyd F. Harper of 
Cornell University. 

Pearson and Harper estimate 
thatthe approximate number of per- 
sons that the grain supplies of the 
world could maintain at the North 
American level of living is 
902,000,000. 

This suggests that if allthe people 
in the world had all the good things 
to eat that the North Americans have, 
the world’s population would have 

o be reduced from its present total 
€ more than 2,250,000,000 to 
02,000,090. 


Of course this great reduction in 
population would not be necessary 
to accomplish the desired result if 
all the good things to eat which the 
North Americans now enjoy could 
be vastly increased. Here we are 
considering only the present re- 
lationship between population and 
food. The food supply can be in- 
creased, but so can the population-- 
and much faster than the food supply. 


U. S. as Yardstick 





If all the people of the world had 
as high level of living as the people 
of the United States, the indications 
are that the population would have 
to be reduced below the 902 million 
mentioned by Pearson and Harper: 
first, because their estimate in- 
cludes Mexico which has a much 
lower level of living than the United 
States, and second, because the high 
level of living of the United States is 
due not only to its food supply but 
also to its superiority in mineral 
resources and industrial production. 

When these two factors are taken 
into consideration, the indications 
are that the earth might not be 
able to support more than about 
750,000,000, or one-third of its 
present population, at the level of 
living enjoyed by the people of the 
United States. 

Again the desired result could be 
had by increasing food and other 
means of healthful living about 200 
percent. But again we also must 
take into consideration that the 
population of the earthis increasing 
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at the rate of about 1 percent per 
year, which, if continued, would 
cause a doubling of numbers in about 
70 years. 


World’s Optimum Population 





The optimum or theoretically 
right number of people for the 
earth is probably even less than 
750,000,000. H.G. Wells once said 
that the right-sized population for 
the earth was not more than 
500,000,000. This is a far cry 
from the present population of 
2,250,000,009. 

Practically speaking, H.G. Wells’ 
figure is probably beyond attain- 
ment in the near or distant future, 
but if every person on earth had the 
kind and amount of food, clothing, 
housing, medical care, and climate 
most conducive to health and pros- 
perity, it might be difficult to prove 
that Mr. Wells was far wrong. 

If each family in the world hada 
fair-sized house with its own yard; 
had meat to eat at least once a day 
and an adequate supply of fruits and 
milk; had proper medical care and 
lived in a healthful and stimulating 
climate, it is doubtful whether all 
these good things of life could be 
spread over more than 500,000,000 
people at the present time. 

Some may imagine that we are 
talking about fairy tales, but most 
of these things are established 
realities among the upper middle 
class in the United States. Why 
shouldn’t all of God’s children be 
able to enjoy them? 

One answer to this question is 
that there are not only too many 
people in the world but considering 
the present stage of the arts and 
sciences there are between three 
and four times too many for an 
optimum level of living for all the 
earth’s inhabitants, 
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Of course the stage of the artg 
and sciences may be improved, b 
at best this will taketime and in the 
interim the population will not be 
standing still. 


Why Consider Optimum Population? 





Attention has been called to the 
optimum population and the rela- 
tively high level of living in the 
United States not because we imagine 
that these high standards can be 
reached in the near future. Nor do 
we imagine that there are any im- 
mediate prospects of peacefully re- 
ducing the population of the earth 
two-thirds or of increasing the 
means of healthful living 200 percent. 

Attention has been called to these 
matters to point up some ofthe prob- 
lems that confront those who are 
seriously trying to free all the people 
of the world from war and want 
and despotism. 
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A second reason for calling & @ 
tention to these criteria is to ca ] 


the bluff of those ultra-optimists 
who tell us, as did the Office of War 
Information in its publication The 
United States Fights for the FOUR 
FREEDOMS: 

“In the short space of a few dec- 
ades we have changed scarcity to 
abundance and are now engaged in 
the experiment of tryingto live with 
our new and as yet unmanageable 
riches. The problem becomes one 
not of production but of distribution 
and consumption. - 








The European Yardstick 


The United States level of living 
has been used asa yardstick because 
it seems conditions in the United 
States more nearly approach the 
ideals of freedom and prosperity 
set forth in the Atlantic Charter. 


If all the people in the wor ¢ 
would be satisfied with the level 
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ight support about 2,127,000,000 
tthis standard. This isthe approx- 
imate number of persons that the 
grain supplies of the world could 
maintain at the European standard, 
according to Pearson and Harper. 

No doubt the people of Asia would 
be very glad to have a European 
level of living, but the people of the 
United States, Canada, Australia, 
and New Zealand might be very un- 
happy. Even the people of Europe 
did not seem to becontent with their 
level of living if we may judge by the 
fact that they began two world wars 
in one generation, and it is now es- 
timated that fully half of the people 
of Europe would like to leave that 
continent. 

Even assuming that all the people 
of the world could live in peace, 
prosperity, and happiness if they 
had a prewar European level of 
living, such a level would now be 


7 @:: in prewar Europe, the earth 


} Qisicar to attain, The population 


lready has increased about 
125,000,000 beyond the number that 
grain supplies could maintain at the 
European standard, and at the pres- 
ent time the world population is es- 
timated to be increasing about 
200,000,009 per decade. 


The Asiatic Yardstick 





The approximate number of per- 
sons that the grain supplies of the 
world could maintain at the Asiatic 
standard, according to Pearson and 
Harper, is 2,831,000,000. This is 
about 581,000,000 more people than 
the present population of the earth. 

The people of Europe would object 
strenuously to such a stupifying and 
disorganizing existence in which 
famine and pestilence are daily 


e horrified at such a low level of 
iving. 


@: ':: The American people would 
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Yet because world population is 
increasing at the rate of about 
200,000,000 per decade and there is 
a constant threat of a third world 
war in the face of this population 
increase, not even the American 
people can be assuredof democratic 
institutions and a high level of living 
25 or 50 years hence. 


“Optimism” Vs. “Pessimism” 





When attention is called to these 
serious problems it has been the 
custom to accuse the writers of un- 
due pessimism. Unfortunately, the 
situation cannot be rationalized 
away, and it is not a question of 
“optimism” or “pessimism.” These 
problems should be approached in a 
realistic manner, and programs of 
population limitation should be for- 
mulated which have some hope of 
solving them, or at least of lessening 
their devastating effects. 

Today two-thirds of the inhabitants 
of the world do not have enough to 
eat, according to Sir John Boyd Orr 
and former Secretary of Agriculture 
Clinton P. Anderson. 

Today world civilization is threat- 
ened with a third world war. 

Today the world’s population is 
increasing at the rate of about 
200,000,000 a decade. 

These large and serious facts 
cannot be rationalized into thin air, 
much aswe all would liketo do this. 

The late Professor E. M. East 
called attention to these problems 
25 years ago in his book Mankind at 
the Crossroads. Other American 
and British scientists did likewise 
right after World War I. But few 
people would listen tothese “proph- 
ets of doom” until millions of young 
men were doomed to death on the 
battlefield or to veterans’ hos- 
pitals by World War Il. How many 
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world wars must therebe before the 
average man faces the problem of 
population and ceases the sophisti- 
cated chatter about “prophets of 
doom”! 

Yet even immediately after World 
War I it was probably too late to 
have completely solved the problem 
of world overpopulation. A more 
opportune time to have begun for- 
mulating programs of population 
limitation was soon after the death 
of Malthus in 1834 when the earth 
already contained about one billion 
inhabitants, or more than the 
902,000,000 persons that the pres- 
ent world grain supply could support 
at the North American level of 
living. 

Had a program of population 
limitation been begun in 1850, with 
the lowering of the death rate which 
has since taken place in western 
civilization, the population of the 
earth still could easily have in- 
creased at least one-third or to 
about 1,350,000,000 by the year 
1900. 

Had we reached a stationary 
population of between 1,350,000,000 
and 1,500,000,000 from 1900 to 1948, 
civilization might have escaped two 
world wars, and moralists and prac- 
tical politicians could talk with 
some assurance of freeing all the 
peoples of the world from war and 
want and fear and despotism. The 
many gains in science and tech- 
nology that have taken place during 
the last one hundred years could 
have been used to greatly raise the 
level of living, especially in the 
countries of Asia. 


But as it is today the population 
of the earth is 2,250,009,000 and it 
has gained such a momentum that 
even with an ideal program of 
population limitation it may increase 
to 3,000,000,000 before it can be 
stabilized. 
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“Minimum Adequate” Yardstick 





Probably all the peoples of th 
world would like to have an Ameri- 
can level of living, but the population 
of the earth already has grown so 
large that such a general level of 
living is beyond attainment in the 
near future. 

This being the case a more prac- 
tical goal toward which to strive 
would be what is called a “mini- 
mum adequate” level of living. 

It is estimated by students of 
this problem that ittakes about 
two and one-half acres of arable 
land on the average to support one 
person at a “minimum adequate” 
level, 

It has been estimated by the chief 
of the U. S. Soil Conservation Serv- 
ice that there are only about four 
billion acres of moreor less arable 
land in the world. Much of this land 
would not be considered arable by 
American farmers, and not all i 
ready for immediate cultivation 

In its publication “Cultivated 
Lands of the World In 1937,” the 
U. S. Department of State estimates 
the area of cultivated land as 
2,407,604,000 acres or an average 
of only 1.1 acres per person. As it 
is estimated that it takes 2.5 acres 
of arable land to support one person 
at a “minimum adequate” level of 
living, we may understand why the 
vast majority of the earth’s people 
do not have adequate food, clothing, 
housing, and medical care. 

Evenif four billionacres of arable 
land could be brought under culti- 
vation it would supply a “minimum 
adequate” level of living for only 
about 1,600,000,000 people. The 
earth’s population is already 
2,250,000,000. 

Yet there is considerable doubt 
whether four billion acres is adapt- 
able to food production. Pearso 


and Harper intheir book The World’ 
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Hunger point out that other factors 
Qs: good soilare needed for the 
roduction of food. Good soil must 
be accompanied by adequate and re- 
liable rainfall, and by proper tem- 
perature and suitable topography. 
According to Pearson and Harper 
only 2,600,000,000 acres have all 
the necessary requirements for the 
production of food. 
The limiting factors on food supply 
mentioned by Harper and Pearson 
‘ may help to explain the Department 
of State’s estimate that only 
2,407 604,000 acres were in cultiva- 
tion in 1937. 


Erosion and Deforestation 





Another factor that must be taken 
into consideration is that the natural 
resources of the earth, its topsoil, 
forests, and minerals, are not sta- 
bilizedbut are decreasing from year 
to year. It was pointed out in our 

arch 1948 bulletin that during its 

hort history the United States has 
lost one-third of its topsoil and 
four-fifths of its standing saw tim- 
ber and that some of its wildlife and 
mineral resources are nearing de- 
pletion. These losses are still con- 
tinuing, and on all continents. 


“Food and Population Problems” 





Better diets for the world’s “down- 
trodden third,” say Harper and 
Pearson can come only by (1) di- 
viding more equally the world’s 
present production of highly prized 
foods (milk, meat, and eggs), (2) in- 
creasing production of these foods 
on the poorer continents, or (3) de- 
creasing the number of people on 
the densely populated continents. 

If the world’s animal foods were 
rationed on the basis of an equal 
amount for all, say these writers, it 

ould be necessary for North 
merica to reduce its consumption 
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by two-thirds, Europe by one-half, 
and South America by one-third. 
Asia and Africa would then con- 
sume about three times as much of 
these products as at present. 

“In the United States political 
capital has been made of sympathy 
for the lower third, and various 
schemes have been proposed to 
raise its standard of living. It is 
interesting to note what the effect 
of world leveling would be on the 
diets of our poverty-stricken citi- 
zens, * * * To attain complete 
world equality...on each con- 
tinent, our lower third would be 
deprived of over one half of its 
livestock products.” 

The second solution, namely, in- 
creasing production, is apparently 
the hope of those who plan a boun- 
teous future for the world’s dinner 
table, continue Pearson and Harper. 
“Some well-fed persons propose 
that the world’s food habits be up- 
graded to their own level without 
any sacrifice on their part. To 
suggest that this can be done by in- 
creasing production of the highly 
prized foods is to propose the im- 
possible. These foods are produced 
from grasses and grains. In most 
areas it is practically impossible to 
increase production of forage. In 
some the people eat practically all 
their grain, leaving little for animal 
feed.” 

To propose a quart of milk a day 
for everyone inthe world, say Pear- 
son and Harper, would foster false 
hopes and promote international 
misunderstanding. Such an under- 
taking would require the equivalent 
of enough grain to feed the present 
world population, in addition to the 
grain, pasture, and other roughage 
the world is now producing. 

The third solution mentioned by 
Pearsonand Harper, that of reducing 
the world’s population, would be very 
effective, think these writers, but 
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they say the international planners 
have not as yet brought forth even 
the agenda of sucha plan. Unless a 
satisfactory and acceptable substi- 
tute for war, pestilence, and famine 
as methods of curtailing population 
can be found, agreed upon, and put 
into operation, say these writers, 
there can beno freedom from either 
war or want. 


Science To The Rescue? 





Can science find satisfactory and 
acceptable substitutes for war, un- 
necessary disease, and under- 
nourishment as methods of curtail- 
ing population? 

Sir Henry Tizard inhis presiden- 
tial address before the British 
Association for the Advanceinent of 
Science warned that “we must not 
encourage the easy thought that some 
entirely new development in science 
will solve it [the food problem] 
quickly,” and this same warning 
was echoed before the American 
Association for the Advancement of 
Science this year. 

One fundamental fact that simply 
cannot be dodged even by the most 
starry-eyed optimist is that no 
program of increasing food and 
other necessities of life can hope 
to succeed without an accompany- 
ing program of population limitation. 

It may or may not be possible to 
double or quadruple the means of 


healthful living, but even if this , 


could be done it would be of little 
or no help unless the high birth 
rates of such countries as India, 
China, Russia, and the Latin Ameri- 
can republics were reduced faster 
than modern sanitation reduces their 
high death rates. 

Sir Henry Tizard in his address 
before the BAAS, previously men- 
tioned, pointed out that in a suburb 
of Georgetown, British Guiana, 
D.D.T. control introduced in 1945 
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resulted in a doubling of the birth 
rate in 1947, and the infant mor 
tality dropped from 350 in 1944 to 
67 in 1947. He adds: “The popula- 
tion is increasing by 10 percent 
annually.” 

Such a population increase is 
difficult to believe and, if true, 
cannot continue for long. But we do 
know from our experience in Puerto 
Rico that the large increases in 
population now taking place in India, 
Russia, and the Latin American 
countries, which help to increase 
world population 20,000,000 a year, 
would be insignificant if the high 
death rates of those large areas 
were reduced anywhere near as 
rapidly as the death rate of Puerto 
Rico hasactually been reduced. The 
implications of such possibilities 
are beyond description. 


Difficult But Not Hopeless 


There is no way of dodging this 
problem. The facts must be face 
squarely by practical politicians 
who, with the aid of scientists, must 
work out an effective and agreeable 
solution. 

This must be done to prevent a 
population explosion in Asia and 
Latin America which would result 
in unprecedented suffering and loss 
of human life. It must be done to 
prevent economic and social con- 
ditions in Europe from drifting 
toward those in Asia. And it must 
be done to save democratic insti- 
tutions in the United States. 

It is not difficult to explain that 
there are too many people in the 
world for healthful living, and that 
there should be a program of world 
population limitation. But it is 
extremely difficult to formulate an 
effective and agreeable program. 

It is generally agreed by students 
of population thatthe most important 
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invention of a simple, safe, and 

expensive means of birth control 
that can be effectively used in rural 
districts and in industrially back- 
ward countries, 

This is a job for the medical 
scientists. And while they are busy 
at their task there is an equally im- 
portant job for the educator, the 
social scientist, the practical politi- 
cian, and even the clergyman. 

This job is to penetrate the “iron 
curtain” of communistic ideology 
that there is no such thing as over- 
population, to deflate the booster 
psychology of capitalism, and to 
discredit the “sacred cow” and an- 
cestor worship of the Far East. 

This is not an easy task, but who 
can say that it is hopeless? All of 
the major religious groups in the 
Western World have agreed in prin- 
ciple on the necessity for population 
limitation. Furthermore, World 


@.: II and the fear of the atomic 





» @ 


bomb have forced the peoples of the 
world to think hard and long about 
the problems of population, food 
supply, and conservation of natural 


Population Bulletin 


43 


resources. Lastly, the world now 
has new means of communication, 
such as the radio, the talking pic- 
tures, and even television, which 
can be used to spread the facts 
about population growth, the dis- 
covery of new foods, and other vital 
information. 

Of course, a program of popula- 
tion limitation will run into many 
“bottlenecks” and “iron curtains,” 
just as a program of increasing the 
food supply and other necessities of 
life will run into problems of dimin- 
ishing topsoils, forests, and mineral 
resources. 

There is nothing easy about all 
this and the answers are still in 
doubt. But one thing is certain: we 
won’t know how little or how much 
progress can be made until we try. 
“Heaven knows how to put a proper 
price upon its goods; and it would 
be strange indeed if so celestial an 
article as FREEDOM should not be 
highly rated.” 


--Guy Irving Burch, Editor 





“There is, in short, no bound tothe prolific nature of plants or animals, 


but what is made by their crowdingand interfering with each other’s means 
of subsistence. Was the face of the earth vacant of other plants, it might be 
gradually sowed and overspread with one kind only, as, for instance, with 
fennel; and, were it empty of other inhabitants, it might ina few ages be 
replenished from one nation only, as, for instance, with Englishmen.” -- 
Benjamin Franklin, “Observations Concerning the Increase of Mankind and 
the Peopling of Countries,” 1751. 





“There is no exception to the rule that every organic being naturally 
increases at so high a rate, that, if not destroyed, the earth would soon be 
covered by the progeny of a single pair. Even slow-breeding man has 
doubled in twenty-five years, and at this rate, in lessthan a thousand years, 
there would literally not be standing room for his progeny.” --Charles 
Darwin, The Origin of Species, 1859. 
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